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Ethics Committees
TOWARDS BENEFICENCE FOR YOUNG CHILDREN IN
RESEARCH: CHALLENGES FOR BIOETHICS COMMITTEES
Ann Farrell *
Abstract: Bioethics committees are the focus of international scrutiny,
particularly in relation to their application of the principle of beneficence,
ensuring that risks incurred in research are outweighed by benefits to
those involved directly and to the broader society. Beneficence, in turn,
has become an international focus in research with young children, who
hitherto had been rarely seen or heard in their own right in research.
Twenty years ago, The United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child 1989 raised global awareness of children’s human rights to
both participation and protection, and articulation of children’s rights came
to inform understandings of young children’s rights in research. In the
intervening period, countries such as Australia came to favour child
protection and risk minimisation in research over the notion of children’s
bone fide participation in research. A key element of the protection regime
was the theoretical understanding of young children as developmentally
unable and, therefore, unfit to understand, consent to and fully participate
as research participants. This understanding has been challenged in recent
decades by new theoretical understandings of children’s competence,
where children can be seen to demonstrate competence, even at an
early age, in consenting to, participating in and withdrawing from research.
The paper draws on these understandings to provide insights for human
research gatekeepers, such as bioethics committees, to deal with the
challenges of research with young children and to realize the benefits
that may accrue to children in research.
Keywords: Bioethics Committees; Beneficence; Child Protection;
Competence.
* Professor. Head, School of Early Childhood. Researcher, Centre for Learning Innovation
Queensland University of Technology (QUT).
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INTRODUCTION
Two decades ago, children’s rights as human rights, were articulated in the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989 (UNCRC).1
In the period between then and now, there has been an upsurge of interest in
children’s rights to participation in their everyday lives, on the one hand; and
children’s rights to protection from harm and danger, on the other. So too, there
have been policy moves to enact children’s actual participation in various social
and political arenas, including research activities, alongside moves to enact
their protection from adverse people and experiences within those same arenas.
In time, children’s participatory rights came to enter the lexicon of research
ethics.2  This has occurred within increasingly risk-conscious societies or what
Beck refers to as ‘the ‘risk society’,3 where social and personal wellbeing are
seen to be under serious threat from adverse social conditions and dangerous
people.4
Legitimate concern for children’s safety and protection from harm came to
proscribe research design and methodological practice in child research, which
placed safety and risk-minimisation above the risk-generating possibilities of
participation. A risk-oriented agenda can be juxtaposed with a beneficence-
oriented agenda, the latter of which favours activities that can afford benefit to
children and to the broader society. 5 While there is evidence of both agendas
1. United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. United Nations, New York, 1989.
Accessed  6 August 2009 http://www.unicef.org/crc/
2. Ann Farrell, Birth to Three. A Review of the Literature Around the Care and Education of
Young Children and Babies . FACSIA Communities for Children, Loganlea, Kingston and
Waterford West, Qld, 2006.
3. Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity, Sage, London, 1992, 1.
4. J Bessant, R Hill, and R Watts, Discovering Risk: Social Research and Policy Making.
Peter Lang, New York, 2003. For other examinations of risk-conscious and risk-producing
societies, see Ann Farrell ‘Ethics and research with children’ in Ann Farrell (ed) Ethical Research
with Children, Open University Press/McGraw-Hill, Milton Keynes, UK, 2005, 1; Susan Danby
and Ann Farrell ‘Opening the Research Conversation’ in Ann Farrell (ed) Ethical Research with
Children, Open University Press/McGraw-Hill, Milton Keynes, UK,  2005, 49; Anthony
Giddens Sociology, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2001;  Berry Mayall Towards Sociology for
Childhood: Thinking from Children’s Lives , Open University Press, Buckingham, 2002.
5. See also M. Grodin and L. Glantz (eds) Children as Research Subjects: Science, Ethics and
Law, Oxford University Press, New York, 1994.
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occurring simultaneously in Australia, the balance is in favour of child protection
over child participation.
Children’s everyday lives are the subject of the adult gaze, where adults, under
the aegis of protecting children from threats posed by adults and even other
children, employ measures to surveille and regulate their lives (See also Farrell,
2004; Jenks, 1996; Walkerdine, 1999).6 This is no more evident than in the field
of human research ethics.
Childhood is popularised as a time and space where children, by dent of their
subordination to adults as well as a belief in their developmental immaturity,
are seen to need protection and are, therefore, afforded the necessary right to
protection. Responsible adults are rightly concerned by harm and the threat of
harm to children. Adults, however, may enact policies and practices which,
although designed to limit harm, may, in reality, limit children’s opportunities for
meaningful participation in social processes – participation that ironically may
be necessary to bolster children’s own protective resources. Put simply, child
protection devices may mean that children do not and may not be able to
participate with adults in social spaces to which each is seen to have access
and from which each can benefit. The world of the child and the world of the
adult, thus, have become and remain separate. As Qvortrup (1994)7 noted,
child protection “may turn into its opposite, namely a convenient tool to protect
the adult world against the intrusion of children” (p.21).
CHILD PROTECTIONS
Australia has its own raft of robust measures to protect children from harm.
Table 1 provides a snapshot of the principal child protection legislation in each
Australian State and Territory.
6. See also Ann Farrell, ‘Child protection policy perspectives and reform of Australian
legislation’ 2004, 13 Child Abuse Review 234-245; Chris Jenks, Childhood, Routledge, London,
1996; Valerie Walkerdine, ‘Violent girls and precocious girls: Regulating childhood at the end of
the millennium’ (1999) 1 Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 3 at 23.
7. Jens Qvortrup, ‘Childhood and modern society: A paradoxical relationship?’ In J  Branner
and M O’Brien (eds) Childhood and Parenthood: Proceedings of ISA Committee for Family
Research Conference on Children and Families. University of London, 1994, 189 at 198.
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Table I: Principal Child Protection Acts in each Australian State and Territory
Jurisdiction Legislation 
Australian Capital Territory 
(Department of Disability, Housing and 
Community Services)  
http://www.legislation.act.gov.au/ 
Principal Acts: 
Children and Young People Act 1999 (ACT) 
 
Other relevant Acts : 
Adoption Act 1993 (ACT) 
Human Rights Act 2004 (ACT) 
Human Rights Commission Act 2005 (ACT) 
Public Advocate Act 2005 (ACT) 
Family Law Act 1975 (Cth)  
 
New South Wales 
(Department of Community Services)  
http://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/  
Principal Acts: 
Children and Young Persons (Care and 
Protection) Act 1998 (NSW) 
 
Other relevant Acts : 
Children and Young Persons (Care and 
Protection) Amendment (Parental 
Responsibility Contracts) Act 2006 (NSW) 
Child Protection (Offenders Registration) 
Act 2000 (NSW) 
Crimes Act 1900 (NSW) 
Commission for Children and Young People 
Act 1998 (NSW) 
The Ombudsman Act 1974 (NSW) 
Family Law Act 1975 (Cth)  
 
Northern Territory  
(Family and Children's Services, Department of 
Health and Community Services) 
http://www.nt.gov.au/lant/hansard/hansard.shtml  
Principal Acts: 
Community Welfare Act 1983 (NT) 
Care and Protection of Children Draft Act 
(NT)(currently before Cabinet) 
 
Other relevant Acts : 
Information Act 2006 (NT) 
Disability Services Act 2004 (NT) 
Criminal Code Act 2006 (NT) 
Family Law Act 1975 (Cth)  
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Table I (continued)
Source: Australian Government (2008)
http://www.aifs.gov.au/nch/resources/legislation/legislation.html
Jurisdiction Legislation 
Queensland 
(Department of Child Safety) 
http://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/OQPChome.htm  
Principal Acts : 
Child Protection Act 1999 (Qld) 
 
Other relevant Acts: 
Commission for Children and Young People 
and Child Guardian Act 2000 (Qld) 
Education (General Provisions) Act 2006 
(Qld) 
Public Health Act 2005 (Qld) 
Adoption of Children Act 1964 (Qld) 
Family Law Act 1975 (Cth)  
 
South Australia 
(Families SA; Department for Families and 
Communities) 
http://www.legislation.sa.gov.au/index.aspx  
Principal Acts : 
Children's Protection Act 1993 (SA) 
 
Other relevant Acts/Legislation: 
Young Offenders Act 1994 (SA) 
Adoption Act 1988 (SA) 
Children's Protection Regulations 2006 (SA) 
Family Law Act 1975 (Cth) 
Family and Community Services Act 1972 
(SA) 
  
Tasmania  
(Department of Health and Human Services)  
http://www.thelaw.tas.gov.au/index.w3p  
Principal Acts : 
Children, Young Persons and their Families 
Act 1997 (Tas) 
 
Other relevant Acts: 
The Family Violence Act 2004 (Tas) 
Family Law Act 1975 (Cth)  
 
Victoria 
(Children Protection and Juvenile Justice Branch; 
Department of Human Services) 
http://www.dms.dpc.vic.gov.au/  
Principal Acts : 
Children, Youth and Families Act 2005 (Vic) 
 
Other relevant Acts: 
Working with Children Act (Vic) 
Child Wellbeing and Safety Act 2005 (Vic) 
The Charter of Human Rights and 
Responsibilities Act2006 (Vic) 
Family Law Act 1975 (Cth)  
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More specifically and, in relation to child protection in research, Australia holds
to the  Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research (ACRCR,
2007),8 a code of ethics that articulates and supports the responsible conduct
and governance of research in a safe environment. In turn, the governance
and regulation of research in Australia are devolved to human research ethics
committees within a framework provided by the National Health and Medical
Research Council (2007)9 and articulated in the National Statement on Ethical
Conduct in Human Research (2006).10 The National Statement outlines the
principle of beneficence whereby research involving children should only be
conducted where:
• the research is important to their health and wellbeing;
• their participation is indispensable to the research;
• the research method is child-appropriate; and
• the research conditions provide for their physical, emotional or
psychological safety.
Such plausible criteria, in turn, invite the question of whose interests are being
served by the research. Is the research primarily serving the interests of
participants, their families, their communities and/or the broader society? Is
the burden carried by the few to benefit ‘the many’? Is the research primarily
serving the interests of the research community? Are potential beneficiaries,
such as young children, asked about their involvement and what they themselves
might see as the benefits of the research and their contribution to it?
With child protection dominating the legislative and policy landscape in Australia,
there is little evidence of children’s meaningful participation in social and legal
processes. More than a decade ago, Australia’s Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity Commission and Australian Law Reform Commission produced
the Seen and Heard Report (1997),11 demonstrating that Australia’s legal
8. National Health and Medical Research Council, Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct
of Research, NHMRC, Canberra, ACT, 2007.
9. Ibid.
10. Australia, National Health and Medical Research Council, National Statement on Ethical
Conduct in Human Research, NHMRC, Canberra ACT, 2007.
11. Australia, Australian Law Reform Commission and the Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity Commission, Seen and Heard: Priority for Children in the Legal Process, Canberra,
ACT: Australian Govt. Pub. Service, 1997.
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processes made little provision for children to be seen and heard on matters
that affected them. Indeed, the report showed that its legal processes contributed
to their being ignored and sometimes even mistreated. This Australian picture
paralleled Smith’s (1997) analysis of judicial ambivalence in England towards
children’s rights to be seen and heard in that jurisdiction.12 A prime example
was Australia’s provision (or lack thereof) for the care and education of displaced
children who may have been refugees or asylum seekers.13  In the same decade
as Seen and Heard, Scandinavian social theorist Jens Qvortrup noted, in relation
to children being largely ignored, that “most economic and political decisions
are made without having children in mind”.14
Ten years following Seen and Heard Report, Australian legal theorist Cashmore
(2007)15 noted little substantive change in that respect, although key statutory
bodies (such as the Queensland Commission for Children and Young People
and Child Guardian and the New South Wales Commission for Children and
Young People) cite work within their jurisdictions which had sought to redress
this.16 Their respective work, in inviting the views of children and young people
on issues that affect their everyday lives, is emblematic of a small yet growing
agenda of child participation. The two commissions assert that children have
12. C Smith, ‘Children’s rights: Judicial ambivalence and social resistance’ (1997) 11 International
Journal of Law, Policy and the Family, 103 at 139.
13. For the rights of displaced children, see the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948,
the Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees 1951 and the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989; See also, Ann Farrell, ‘Transnational displacement
of children: An Australian perspective’ in Leah Adams and Anna Kirova (eds) Global Migration
and Education. Schools, Children and Families 2006, 203.
14. Jens Qvortrup, ‘Childhood and modern society: A paradoxical relationship?’ In J Branner
and M O’Brien (eds) Childhood and Parenthood: Proceedings of ISA Committee for Family
Research Conference on Children and Families. University of London, 1994, 191; see also W A
Corsaro, The Sociology of Childhood ,  Pine Forge Press, Thousand Oaks, CA, 1997; Fran
Waksler, The Little Trials of Childhood and Children’s Strategies for Dealing with Them, Falmer
Press, London, 1996.
15. Judy Cashmore, Children’s participation in family law matters: Theoretical underpinnings
from procedural justice. Paper presented to the Academy of Social Sciences in Australia and
ARACY Workshop, Seen and heard: Children as active agents in families, communities and
research. University of New South Wales, 10-11 October 2007.
16. See A Head Start for Australia: An Early Years Framework, produced by New South Wales
and Queensland Commissions for Children and Young People, Sydney/Brisbane, 2004.
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“valuable knowledge to contribute to developing and evaluating the policies
and services that affect them”17. Other Australian research, such as that of
Danby and Farrell focussed on children’s everyday decision-making in home,
school and community contexts and on children’s own accounts of their decision-
making18. In another project in the Australian Capital Territory, children’s views
were sought on policy development as part of the ACT Children’s Plan (2003),
articulating that “Listening to children is the first step in enacting their rights.
Responding respectfully and responsibly to what is offered is the second”19.
So too, in the United Kingdom, the National Children’s Bureau seeks to provide
a platform for children’s participation in consultation and decision-making on
matters that affect them20. In light of this platform, the health-related work of
Goodenough, Williamson, Kent and Ashcroft (2003) in England has sought
children’s views on their participation in longitudinal genetic epidemiological
research.21
In these examples, there are moves afoot to have children seen and heard
rather than ignored and silenced. While such initiatives are laudable, there is
clearly more empirical work to be done concerning the policies, practices and
structures that allow for their not being seen and heard in the first place.
THEORETICAL UNDERSTANDINGS OF YOUNG CHILDREN
Historical analysis reveals that theoretical understandings of young children
(and concomitant approaches and practices of research involving young children)
drew heavily upon medically-derived and medically-oriented understandings
of children and of human development. The notion of children’s unfolding or
17. See New South Wales and Queensland Commissions for Children and Young People, A
Head start for Australia: An Early Years Framework, 2004.
18. Susan Danby and Ann Farrell ‘Opening the Research Conversation’ in Ann Farrell (ed)
Ethical Research with Children, Open University Press/McGraw-Hill, Milton Keynes, UK,
2005, 49.
19.  Glenda MacNaughton, Kylie Smith and Heather Lawrence, Consulting with Children Birth
to Eight Years of Age. ACT, Canberra, ACT Government, 2003, 9.
20. National Children’s Bureau, London, Listening to Young Children Strategy, London, 2005-
6.
21. Trudy Goodenough, Emma Williamson, Julie Kent and Richard Ashcroft ‘What did you
think about that?’ Researching Children’s perceptions of Participation in a Longitudinal Genetic
Epidemiological Study (2002) 17 Children & Society 113 at 125.
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progressive development carries with it the notion of children as ‘human
becomings’ that is, as being pre-competent; but who, in the fullness of time and
under particular conditions, may become competent adults22 . Within this
framework, children’s (in)capacities are seen to predispose them and, thus, the
research that involves them, to serious limitations.
Thus, children’s age and/or developmental status may mean that they can be
precluded or even excluded from giving consent in research and from actively
participating in research (Abramovitch et al. 1991)23. And, if children are
involved, their attendant tendency to be capricious can run the risk of impairing
the reliability and integrity of the research (see Keith-Spiegel 1983; Touliatos
and Compton 1983; Hughes and Helling 1991; Koocher and Keith-Spiegel
1994; Hoagwood et al. 1996; Leikin 1996).24
Developmental understandings converge with child protection and risk-
minimisation agendas to deny children the opportunity to give consent (and
dissent) to research, to participate meaningfully in the research and to then
reflect on their research experience. Thus, ethics committees can fall into being
unduly suspicious of children’s active involvement in research to which children
may be well bring considerable experience and insight.
In recent decades, developmental understandings of childhood and of children’s
(in)competence have been challenged by an alternative set of conceptual
understandings located in children’s rights and in childhood studies (Tobin 1995;
22. B Phillips and Priscilla Alderson, Beyond  ‘Anti-Smacking’: Challenging Violence and
Coercion in Parent-Child Relations. The Children’s Society, London, 2002, 6.
23.  Rona Abramovitch, Jonathan L Freedman, Kirby Thoden and Crystal Nikolich, ‘Children’s
capacity to consent to participation in psychological research: Empirical findings’ (1991) 62
Child Development, 1100 at 1109.
24. P Keith-Spiegel, ‘Children and consent to participate in research’ in G B Melton, G P
Koocher and M J Saks (eds), Children’s Competence to Consent (1983) 179-211; J Touliatos
and N H Compton, Approaches to Child Study, MN: Burgess Minneapolis, 1983; T  Hughes
and M Helling, ‘A case for obtaining informed consent from young children’ (1991) 6 Early
Childhood Research Quarterly 225 at 232; G P Koocher and P Keith-Spiegel, ‘Scientific issues
in psychosocial and educational research with children’ in M A Grodin and L H Glantz (eds),
Children as Research Subjects: Science, Ethics and Law (1994)  47 at 80; K Hoagwood, P
Jensen, and CFisher (eds), Ethical Issues in Mental Health Research with Children and
Adolescents. (1996); S Leikin, ‘Ethical issues in epidemiologic research with children’ in S.S.
Coughlin and T. Beauchamp (eds),  Ethics and Epidemiology (1996)  218.
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Corsaro 1997; Danby and Baker 1998; Danby and Farrell 2004).25 These
understandings see children as capable of active and meaningful participation
in their everyday worlds (Mackay 1991),26 worlds that may well include those
of adult-generated and oriented research. Within this paradigm, childhood is
not seen as a universal phenomenon, where developmental stages or levels are
universally-evident or universally-applied. Rather, within this framework,
childhood is seen to be constructed socially within particular contexts, times
and places.
Empirical evidence of children’s competence can be seen in Australian research
conducted by Danby and Farrell (2005)27 noted earlier, where the analytic
focus was on the communicative competence in the opening phase of the
research conversation. Analysis showed that it was during these opening
moments, that the purpose, focus and terms of the conversation were established
by both researcher and child participant. Here children established themselves
as gatekeepers, deciding whether or not they would proceed with the research
conversation. A growing body of research of which this study is emblematic
favours notions of research that Kellett (2005) and others posit as research
with children, rather than research on or about children28. But, does competence
correlate with chronological age?
There appears to have been a prevailing view amongst human research ethics
25. Joe Tobin, Post-structural Research in Early Childhood Education. In Amos Hatch (Ed).
Qualitative Research  in Early Childhood Settings, Praeger, Westport, CT, 223; William Corsaro,
The Sociology of Childhood, Pine Forge Press, Thousand Oaks, CA, 1997; Susan Danby and
Carolyn Baker ‘What’s the problem?’ – Restoring Social Order in the Preschool Classroom. In
Ian Hutchby and Jo Moran-Ellis (eds) Children and Social Competence: Arenas of Action, Falmer
Press, London, 1998, 157; Susan Danby and Ann Farrell, Accounting for Young Children’s
Competence in Educational Research: new Perspectives on Research Ethics (2004) 31(3)
Australian Educational Researcher, 25.
26. R W Mackay, Conceptions of Children and Models of Socialisation, In Fran Wacksler (ed)
Studying the Social Worlds of Children: Sociological Readings, Falmer Press, London, 1991, 23.
27. Susan Danby and Ann Farrell ‘Opening the Research Conversation’ in Ann Farrell (ed)
Ethical Research with Children, Open University Press/McGraw-Hill, Milton Keynes, UK,
2005, 49.
28. Mary Kellett, Children as active researchers: a new research paradigm for the 21st century?
NCTM Methods Review Papers NCRM/003, Economic and Social Research Council National
Centre for Research Methods, Accessed 12 January 2007, http://www.ncrm.ac.uk/publications/
methodsreview/MethodsReviewPaperNCRM-003.pdf.
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committees in Australia of a legally defensible position of child competence in
relation to age. This age-related definition has been challenged by the ‘Gillick
competence’ ruling (1985) which emphasized “that it is not chronological age
at all which determines competence but sufficient understanding and intelligence
to comprehend what is being proposed, and for the individual to make a choice
in his or her own best interests” (Kellett, Forrest, Dent et al., 2004, p. 31).29
So, if competence is established, what does such competence allow for children
in research? In Australia, the National Statement now allows for children’s
informed consent, allowing children and young people, in low risk research to
provide sole consent for their participation (NHMRC 2007)30. The National
Statement, however, also provides for standing parental consent, in some
circumstances, and for parents to over-ride their children’s refusal to participate.
What is still needed, in Australia, is practical guidance for researchers (and
committees) as to how they can demonstrate judgement on the capacity of the
child to consent and, in turn, to participate. As noted, a modest small but growing
body of research in Australia demonstrates that, with appropriate research
processes, children can be included as competent, active participants in research
(Danby & Farrell, 2005; MacNaughton, Hughes & Smith, 2007)31. These
processes, however, involve consideration of new ethical dilemmas (such as
child dissent in and drop-out of research) and responsibilities for researchers
emanating from seeing children as capable of active participation (James &
Prout, 2002)32.  So too, their participation needs to be balanced with their potential
vulnerability due to power differences between themselves and more powerful
others in research33.
29. Mary Kellett, R. Forrest, R., N. Dent,  and S. Ward, Just teach us the skills please, we’ll do
the rest: Empowering ten-year-olds as active researchers (2004) 18 Children and Society, 329.
30. Australia, National Health and Medical Research Council, National Statement on Ethical
Conduct in Human Research, NHMRC, Canberra ACT, 2007.
31. Susan Danby and Ann Farrell ‘Opening the Research Conversation’ in Ann Farrell (ed)
Ethical Research with Children, Open University Press/McGraw-Hill, Milton Keynes, UK,
2005; Glenda MacNaughton, Patrick Hughes and Kylie Smith,  Young Children’s Rights and
Public Policy: Practices and Possibilities for Citizenship in the Early Years (2007) 21, Children
& Society, 458.
32.  Alison James and Alan Prout (eds) Constructing and reconstructing childhood. Falmer
Press, London.  2004.
33.  Ann Farrell, New times in ethical research with children, In Ann Farrell (ed) Ethical Research
with Children, Open University Press, Milton Keynes, 2005, 166.
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OPENING UP OPPORTUNITIES FOR CHILDREN’S
PARTICIPATION AND PROTECTION IN RESEARCH
Participation and protection need not be mutually exclusive. Rather they are
two essential facets of children’s human rights in civil society. Further, the
participation and protection agendas are supported by contemporary
neurobiology which shows the simultaneous neurobiological capability and
vulnerability in very young children and the propensity for early experience
impacting on trajectories for health, wellbeing and life chances.34 As Canadian
researcher Hertzman argues, “The early years last a lifetime”35.
The competence paradigm and the need to ensure high quality early childhood
experience 36 can generate a sense of optimism about children’s capacities to
participate and the merit of their participation for themselves and those around
them. Such optimism, however, can eclipse the very real challenges, both
conceptual and methodological, that are involved in child research. There can
be challenges in determining appropriate research methods and mechanisms
for gaining consent and allowing for dissent. And there can be temporal
challenges to do with the intensity, duration and frequency of data collection
with young children. Moreover, there can be disagreement about who benefits
from the research and how benefit might be rightfully afforded to children who
are the subject of the research.
IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH ETHICS GATEKEEPERS
Clearly, research gatekeepers such as research ethics committees need to
consider these new understandings of young children’s competence and capacity
to agree to and, ultimately, engage in research. The research community is in a
34. See K C Gallagher, Brain research and Early Childhood Development: A Primer for
Developmentally Appropriate Practice (2005) 60(4), Young Children, 12; Clyde Hertzman,
The case for an early childhood development strategy, Canadian Journal of Policy Research,
2000, 1(2), 1; Clyde Hertzman and C Power, Child development as a determinant of health
across the life course (2004) 14 Current Paediatrics , 438; J. Fraser Mustard, Early child
development and experience-based brain development. The scientific underpinnings of the
importance of early childhood development in a globalised  world. Symposium on Early Child
Development. The Brookings Institute, 2006.
35. Clyde Hertzman, Making early childhood development a priority: Lessons from Vancouver.
Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, Vancouver, 2004, 4.
36. John Bennett and Collette Tayler, Starting Strong II, OECD, Paris, 2006.
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prime position to build on the positive commitment of research governance
bodies (such as Australia’s NHMRC) to grapple with the complexities of
involving children in meaningful ways in research that directly affect children’s
everyday lives.
While the NHMRC codifies the principles of justice, beneficence, integrity and
respect, ethics committees face the challenge of translating these codes and
their inherent principles into practice. A key challenge lies in the weighing up of
principles, such as the weighing up of benefits against risk or the weighing up
of justice against beneficence. Australian ethicist Allen (2005)37 noted the
criticism that has been levelled at ethics gatekeepers and the codes of ethics
they espouse for not providing practical guidance as to how the principles are
weighed, especially those relating to risk and risk management. While we lack
empirical evidence to support the claim, it may be that ethics committees make
judgments that, in their view, are legislatively sound but are, indeed, risk-averse.
The risk-averse position may produce undue delays or rejection of empirically
sound research due to the stance on risk held by the committee and/or other
gatekeepers. While committees, quite rightly, need to exercise their
responsibilities in the ‘best interests’ of children, by being unduly restrictive of
children to give voice to matters of which they may know much, they may
inadvertently be failing to act in their best interests.
It may be possible, however, for ethics committee to make legislatively sound
judgements which manage risk whilst allowing greater opportunities for child
participation in consent and involvement in the research than is currently the
case.
Committees need also consider the contexts in which the research takes places
and prevailing assumptions about children in those contexts. These contexts
include the philosophical assumptions which may be implicit in their operation,
as well as the explicit practices that exemplify assumptions.
Moreover, we, in the adult research community, need to recognise that the
research enterprise is still largely the domain of adults. As Roberts (2000)
noted, “Research agendas are still largely the province of adults and children’s
accounts tend to be edited, reformulated or truncated to fit our agendas. Listening
37. G Allen Research Ethics in a Culture of  Risk In Ann Farrell (ed) Ethical Research with
Children, Open University Press, Milton Keynes, UK, 2005, 15.
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to children is central to recognizing and respecting their worth as human beings.
Children are not simply objects, either of concern, of research or of a media
story”38.
Are children seen as persons in their own right and worthy of visibility in the
adult world of research practice and research ethics? Hart and Pavlovic (1991)
used the term ‘person status’ to describe the construction of children as persons
in their own rights and persons to whom human dignity should be accorded39.
Rather than being possessions of their parents or other adults, Alanen and
Mayall (2001) argue that ‘children are increasingly, though unevenly, constituted
as ‘persons in their own right”40.
In opening up the possibility of authentic roles for young children to be seen
and heard in research, we need to be mindful of possible power imbalances
that may exist between the researcher and the subject or focus of the research,
that is, the child. It is not a matter of displacing or transferring power from the
more powerful to the less powerful nor is it a matter of downsizing or diluting
to cater for those seen to be less competent. Rather, we need to consider
research design, methodologies and governance processes that recognise
children as legitimate research players and decision-makers and acknowledge
the dual potential and vulnerability of the early years for children’s present and
future life chances. For Australia, these are key issues that need further empirical
scrutiny if we are to realize the sentiment and substance of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child  in relation to children’s rights to
participation as well as protection.
38. H Roberts, Listening to children and hearing them, In Pia Christensen and Alison James
(eds) Research with Children: Perspectives and Practices, Falmer Press, London, 2000, 225.
39. S N Hart and  Z Pavlovic, Children’s rights in education: An historical perspective (1991)
20(3) School Psychology Review, 345.
40.  Lena Alanen and Berry Mayall (eds) Conceptualising Child-Adult Relations .
RoutledgeFalmer, London, 2001, xii.
